This brief vignette challenges a series of assumptions about the 'sheltered' Ottoman female and her role in the household.2 In Smith's retelling, Tragabigzanda mobilizes a series of associates to gather information, makes decisions about the disposition of a slave, and basks in the glory of a paşa's conquests. She foregoes visits to the bath and the cemetery to stay home and "speak" to a foreign male. Some years back, I asked Leslie Peirce, a prominent authority on Ottoman women, about Tragabigzanda. Did she think such conversations could have occurred? She answered, "Why not?" "Why not?" is an important question for us in the assessment of the Ottoman female, her roles and visibility. It helps us get at the possibilities. Somewhere between the erotic fantasy of the harem concubine and the anti-colonial discourse of the autonomous female political actor, is a flesh and blood, evolving, Ottoman woman with personal idiosyncrasies and networks of relationships. Her authority and movement were circumscribed, but they varied by status, place, and the nature of the narratives used to define her.3 I propose that if we apply the question "What if?" to our vision of the Ottoman female and to the sources we employ for the early modern era we find a complex set of options for women in which conversation plays a critical role. This chapter addresses the historiographic construction of early modern Ottoman women, the ways in which their options and roles have been perceived and presented. It juxtaposes those perceptions (for example, visions of the limits of accessibility and sociability) to the evidence from various types of early modern sources. I ask who exactly is included in the category "Ottoman female". I raise the question of regional and narrative variations, suggest a typology, and provide case studies from the literature of encounter to illustrate, among other things, that 'fact' and 'fancy' are not our only options, and to suggest that there was considerable scope for variation in women's behaviour in the multi-layered public space. In this paradigm, early modern Ottoman females have a central role in the household, exercise authority beyond the domestic sphere, and
